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TEN ESSAYS ON THEATRE

by Kirk Lynn

WHERE'S THE BATHROOM?

I am always looking for the secret text, a mysterious translation
of the riddle. | like to browse in the bookstore, and when | get
the book home, | like to browse there too. | need room to move
in a text and too much plot makes walls, too many clues spoil
the confession. The meadow comes before the arcade in the
list of attractions. A good museum is a place for wandering.
| find myself circling back, seeing the old painting in a new
cantext. This is how the monkey taught me to think. They know
where to put the bathroom in a museum because they measure
the distance from the café. Does the play have a bathroom?
There's no stopping my needs, so if the text won't let me wan-
der | put it down and leave the room.

LET ME TAKE MY TURN.

| like little thoughts with implications; these might be called
traps. The text can stalk me if it wants. | want to be found out.
| like adding the numbers and rolling the dice. | used to play
monopoly with my older brother. He would roll the dice for me,
chose my property, and put me in jail. He would always let me
be the dog, my favorite, but | never won, | wasn't even really
playing. So when the text spends my money, | don't have any
interest. | want to be baited, but when the time comes for the
prisoner to be released, | want to be the one who rolls double
sixes.

THE FOUR BOOKS OF THE DHARMA

There are three holy texts: Henri Michaux's Tent Posts, Georg
Lichtenberg's Waste Books, and Ludwig Wittgenstein's Philo-
sophical Investigations. | will explain how | relate philosophy
to theatre with this story: A priest set out collecting money to
publish an immense volume of the dharma. Just as he had
raised enough funds to print the volume, a fire wiped out the
neighboring village. The priest donated all his money to rebuild-
ing the village and began collecting again for his volume of the
dharma. Again, almost ready to print, a tragedy, a nearby mine
collapsed. The priest donated all of his money to the workers’
families, and began collecting a third time. A flood in the valley
below. The priest gave all his money for a dam. When the priest
finally published his book it was known as the fourth volume of
the dharma, and it begins with the statement that the first three
volumes of the dharma contain the true secrets of compassion.
A good play by its immediacy and disappearance will out-value
the summation of its philosophy. | keep the three holy texts
with me, because they are not good enough to be staged and
to disappear.

1 HAVE A PRESCRIPTION FOR MATCHES.

What is the problem? I'm a sick doctor. | want a text to cure
me in the Twenty-First Century. | want to know what's wrong
with myself. | have a cold and there’s no firewood. | need a text
that burns. The cure will not be eternal life, but fire. | can't live
forever. People keep saying Methuselah was the oldest man
who ever lived; the bible sets it at 187 years. But Elijah never
died; a chariot of fire took him up to heaven. When you call a
taxi service you have to give them your address so they can find
you. | want a text to describe my symptoms clearly so the doctor
can find my disease in a book. I'm a lame doctor; | want to be
prescribed wooden crutches so | will have some fuel.

THEATRE CAN BEAR MORE THAN WE ASK OF IT.
| look for impossibilities. The wall in Midsummer’s Night's
Dream still gets me going. “Some man or other must present
Wall.” | want to feel Las Vegas in the text. To risk a terrible
amount. | have a producer's eye. When Odin wanted to defeat
chaos once and for all he asked the well of wisdom how. The
well said, “I can tell you but the cost is one of your eyes.” Odin
plucked out his eye and cast it into the well. “Well,” said Odin.

Wisdom answered, “Victory will come only when you look into
chaos squarely with both eyes.” The gamble was immense
and it still hasn'’t paid off. But the wisdom is infinite and the eye
still hasn't hit bottom. Theatre is the strong man of the circus;
it does the impossible daily. By working with the impossible,
theatre has become infinite. There was theatre on the moon
when we got there. When you see that movie of Superman
pushing the moon around, it's a cartoon. Seeing the same thing
on stage, it's a miracle. A miracle is heavier than a frick, that’s
what's made theatre so strong. Why is it no one on TV goes to
the bathroom or touches money? The price of just about every-
thing in the world ends in .99, except theatre tickets. Theatre
can always take on more work. Write down something impos-
sible. Ask an actor or director to catch a werewolf and put it
in a locked room. Ask the lighting designer to push the moon
through a keyhole.

STAGE DIRECTIONS.

| want to read a play that starts by jumping off a cliff. | saw
a documentary once where a CIA operative described having
negative fantasies of tying himself to a big banner that said the
war in Vietnam was murder, and then jumping out of his high
rise office window and as he fell to his death his banner would
apologize to the world. | don't believe that anyone can fly, but
| like to see the umbrellas open and the streamers tied to the
ankles unroll.

THEATRE IS A TRAP FOR THE EMOTIONAL EVENT.

| want to catch rage becoming regret. | want to see fear turn into
laughter, and laugh myself to tears. Plot is, at most, a cheese for
the eventual trap—who did what to whom and why is no more
the end of the mystery than a knowledge of Roman History
makes one a Christian. There is that verse in the bible where
Jesus weeps; that by itself is not an emotional event. The study
of water is science. Theatre is the study of glaciers melting.
A single emotion is not an event, just as a single posture is
not a movement. Even wolves have more than one emotion for
sheep. Great theatre is the study of transubstantiation. It is not
enough to show a wolf wearing sheep’s clothing; | want to show
the wolf undressing.

THEATRE CAN'T LOOK TO ITSELF FOR INSPIRATION.
Anything that leaks, leaks in both directions, only the fuller gets
to go first. The reason theatre is empty so often is our ware-
houses were plundered. The museum is doing installations this
month, the movies are doing Shakespeare, the TV is doing re-
ality and Sarah won't come home. It’s time for the theatre to
stop looking in the mirror and get onstage. What should we put
on? Let's do the news. Let's go shopping. | heard that Sun Ra
could play paintings like scores. Start stealing from anything
bloated. The bible has some goad hits. This is a play based
on a single panel from a Beetle Bailey cartoon. It begins with a
soldier laughing.

THEATRE IS SEX.

| saw a character remove his artificial leg...is that still acting?
No, that's sex. That scene where she drinks a whole glass of
milk in one go...she'’s fucking you. A man carries a banana onto
the stage and apologizes: the Bacchae. | want to see the wolf
undress. | had to touch money to pay for my ticket. You pointed
out the hallway to the bathroom. You tore my ticket in two. We
have a deal. I'm watching. Give me a show.

PLEASE AND THANK YOU.
Where you begin seals the ending. If you start counting to five
on your index finger, you end with your thumb. If you start with
your thumb, you end on your pinkie. Which way should we
count for theatre? The first show | was in was the Wizard of
Oz. | wanted to be the Tin Man, but | got cast as the Mayor of
Munchintown. At church, | was cast as a Jew welcoming Jesus
on Palm Sunday. | wore the costume around the house and my
dad said to take off the dress. The first play my parents took me
to was Les Mis. | cried. The first play | paid to see was Vampire

Leshians of Sodom. | had to sneak out of the house to see the
midnight show. Theatre is a queer home, and | make a queer
guest, even in my own theatre. | like texts that act accordingly.
| try to always say please; | like to sometimes hear thank you.

Kirk Lynn is playwright-in-residence for the Rude Mechanicals
(Rude Mechs) and the author of Major Bang, or: How | Learned
lo Stop Worrying and Love the Dirty Bomb; Pale Idiof; Lipstick
Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century; Jinn; The
Family Trilogy; Requiem for Tesla; El Paraiso (the humiliation of
pleasure); WAR and The Decameron, Part .
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NOT

CLOWN:
A COMEDY
OF TERRORS
RETURNS TO
AUSTIN
by Linda Johns

In 2004, | put to-
gether “Not Clown,”
a play about a troupe
of clowns putting on
a play about a troupe
of clowns: a kind of
self-referential  politi-
cal tragicomedy with
somersaults and re-
ally big props. ... No, |
know. | wouldn't have
seen it either.

Ah, but: Why not?
What is that knee-jerk reaction? Even now, clowns provoke feel-
ings of disgust and fear. But what do those feelings say about
us as non-clowns? You know what | think? | think those feelings
mean we've got a long way to go. We've got a long way to go
before what we say about equality and tolerance matches up
with what we really think and feel and do. We all want to believe
that conditions for clowns have improved — and that work of
reconciliation is basically done: They can vote. They have their
own elevators. Those wigs are legal. Nobody's happy about the
beatings, but attitudes don't change overnight...

True. They don't. But they never change at all without a little
effort and a little introspection. Let’s start by facing the fact that
the dismal state of things isn’t about a particular administration
and its hateful policies. It's not just about a few bad apples who
lied or made bad choices. It's also about us. Let's admit that we
have been witness to terrible things — but did nothing. Let's
admit that we have heard non-comical screaming in the night
— but rolled over, fell asleep, and dreamed of happy things.
How can this be? Are we so detached? Have we yet to believe
that when we look into the face of our neighbor—white, black,
brown, or greased—that there’s a real human being looking
back at us, with feelings and desires as strange and delicate
as our own?

Through my work on “Not Clown” I've come to believe in
clowns. |'ve seen their strength and resilience. The long years
of suffering are etched on their faces — even on the faces of the
happy kind — but so is hope and a determination to endure, to
excel. Believe me when | say that, with a little hand-holding,
clowns can truly accomplish great things.

Photo by Kenneth B. Gall
Lee Eddy as Agnes (top) Josh Meyer as Alfred

Hogwash? Hooey? See for yourself. “Not Clown” returns to the
Off Center from March 2nd to March 11th. A new incarnation:
Re-tooled. Re-tortured. Ready for a better world, — LJ

[Physical Plant's Not Clown opens Mar 16 at the SOHO REP in
NYC after its March 12-11 run at Austin’s Off Center. — ed.]
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